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THE UN SECURITY COUNCIL HAS BEEN MORE ACTIVE IN THE PAST TWENTY
years than during any other phase of its existence. The Council has met more frequently, authorized more peacekeeping and observation missions, and enacted more sanctions regimes and arms embargos than in its first four decades. The Council's move toward the center of international politics has intensified efforts to assess its role. Yet the metrics for doing so are not always clear, and a central challenge in analyzing the performance of international organizations is clarity about what is being evaluated. 1 Most scholarly attempts to assess the Council have focused on its broad external impact or judged the effectiveness of certain Council "products," including peacekeeping operations and sanctions regimes. 2 In this article, I seek to shift the focus to intra-Council dynamics and, in particular, to comity between the Council's Permanent Five (P5) members. Specifically, I distinguish between two methods of assessing the Council. I briefly define governance and concert approaches, with the former focused on the maintenance of international peace and security and the latter on fostering major-power comity. I argue that the P5 in key respects represents a concert of major powers and that assessing its impact accordingly is appropriate. I then present data suggesting that serving together on the Council deepens high-level diplomatic contacts between P5 members. Through illustrative historical examples, I outline some benefits that the Council structure offers to its per-obvious that these should be considered distinct. As was evident during the Cold War, great-power tension often fosters conflict around the world. Conversely, insecurity outside the great-power community can lead to tension, and perhaps even conflict, within this group. 7 Yet various local conflicts have begun and ended without major powers being drawn into the conflict directly. Moreover, relative comity between the major powers, as has existed for most of the post−Cold War period, has not led ineluctably to stability elsewhere. The end of bipolar tension helped reduce the occurrence of some types of civil conflict, but may have also increased the vulnerability of certain states to internal challenge. 8 It is possible to make a meaningful, if not airtight, distinction between global security and great-power comity. (See Figure 2.) While several scholars have discussed the conflict mitigation effects of concert-style diplomacy, that insight has not been deployed to explore the Council's impact. 9 The major-power peace that has prevailed since the end of World War II between permanent Council members suggests that it may be illuminating; in the more than sixty years that the Council has been operating, there has never been a sustained military clash between permanent members. 10 There are multiple possible explanations for this, not least the fact that all of the P5 are nuclear powers. Yet the possibility that the Council structure has helped to maintain peace between its permanent members merits examination. Before considering the evidence, however, it is essential to expand on the notion of a concert and to demonstrate that the Council's permanent membership should be evaluated as such.
Characteristics of a Concert
The concept of a great-power concert is familiar in diplomatic history, with the Concert of Europe as the paradigmatic example. That loose arrangement of the major European powers has often been credited with stabilizing greatpower relations in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars and avoiding major conflict for at least several decades. 11 The notion of a great-power concert has received less systematic attention in the international relations literature, but several scholars have identified key attributes of a concert structure. I argue below that Council's permanent membership can be considered a great-power concert nested within the broader framework of the Council.
The first attribute of a concert is that its membership is limited to the major powers. Richard Elrod argues that an underlying feature of concert diplomacy during the nineteenth century was the creation of a privileged place for great powers that limited lesser powers to a peripheral role: "Lesser states were occasionally consulted when their interests were involved, but they possessed few rights and certainly not that of equality." 12 The UN Charter offers a similar privileged status to key powers. As the dominant Allied powers, the United States, the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom secured permanent seats for themselves. They in turn offered seats to France and China in the expectation that these countries would assume, or reassume, great-power status. There was significant debate between the three Allied powers about whether this expectation was reasonable, but almost none about whether it was appropriate to give great powers, however defined, a unique place and special privileges. 13 In practice, the Council's permanent members have usually operated as a distinct community within the Council. Particularly in recent years, they have often met separately from the rest of the Council and negotiated many draft resolutions among themselves before presenting them to the rest of the membership. Permanence and possession of the veto power create a critical status difference with the elected members, even those (e.g., Germany, India, and Japan) who are major powers in their own right. 14 Second, a concert operates by consensus rather than by majority or supermajority voting. No major decision can be made without the agreement of all concert members. In the Concert of Europe, according to Elrod, "unanimity rather than majority rule prevailed." 15 Charles A. Kupchan and Clifford A. Kupchan argue that decisions in a concert "are taken through informal negotiations, through the emergence of a consensus." 16 As a whole, the Council operates by supermajority; nine of fifteen votes are necessary to pass a resolution. But among the permanent members, the veto ensures that the Council is consensus based. The Charter allows for permanent members to be outvoted only on procedural issues, and the Council cannot make substantive decisions without P5 acquiescence. In analyzing the Council as an "elite pact"-a concept similar to a concert-Erik Voeten emphasizes this nonmajoritarian quality of the Council's operations. 17 Third, a concert is political rather than legal in nature and "entails no binding or codified commitments to collective action." 18 The issues that a concert considers are resolved by political negotiation rather than legal obligation. If, in the face of some external crisis, the concert members decide not to act, they are not necessarily violating the purpose of the arrangement. In this respect too, the Council's permanent membership fits the criteria for a concert. For all its admonitions about the necessity of preserving the peace, the UN Charter creates no commitments for Council members to act. While the Council is tasked with maintaining peace and security, it alone has the power to determine whether a crisis constitutes a "threat to international peace." 19 Even when the Council decides that this threshold has been reached, the Charter gives its members complete discretion as to the appropriate course of action. Moreover, the existence of the veto power implicitly acknowledges that the Council should not act when the permanent members are unable to reach consensus. While the Charter's drafters hoped that the Council would respond in the face of a security crisis, they did nothing to compel the body to act.
Finally, a leading goal of a concert is preservation of the group's internal harmony. Members of the Concert of Europe "focused on regulating relations among each other" and had limited ambitions to preserve peace more comprehensively. 20 A concert does not seek to eliminate competition among the powers included in the group, but it does aim to manage the competition and prevent it from reaching outright conflict. This internal focus is the one respect in which the Council's permanent membership does not clearly match the criteria for a concert. The UN Charter gives the P5 the same global security responsibilities that the Council as a whole has, and nothing in the Charter suggests that the body should serve an intra-P5 conflict resolution function. The historical record is not clear on whether key diplomats expected the shared Council membership to serve that purpose. Inis L. Claude concludes that "it was assumed that the harnessing of the Big Five into a team responsible for the successful operation of the new organization might help to promote the maintenance of their indispensable unity." 21 Yet that assumption was rarely made explicit. More often, the Charter's drafters suggested that comity between the permanent members would be a prerequisite to-rather than a product of-the Council's operations. "The only hope for the world is the agreement of the Great Powers," said Winston Churchill, and that sentiment was widespread among observers of the new organization. 22 Because I seek to demonstrate that the Council has in practice had an internal impact, however, I do not consider the absence of an explicit internal focus as disqualifying.
Conceiving of the Council's permanent membership as a political concert rather than as part of a governance body generates a different set of potential tests for effectiveness. Instead of asking whether the Council has maintained peace and security by resolving external conflicts and challenges, one might focus on whether it has deepened diplomatic relations between the permanent members, increased harmony between them, and provided these states with exits from crises that threaten relations with other P5 members. I now turn to quantitative and historical evidence suggesting that serving together on the Council has in fact deepened diplomatic relations between P5 members and, in several important cases at least, helped to manage tensions between them.
Denser Diplomatic Relations
As a forum for regular meetings, the Council by its very nature increases diplomatic density between the permanent members. During the Cold War the Council normally met several times a month, and during certain crises much more frequently. In the past two decades, the intensity of contact has increased dramatically. The Council now consults informally on a nearly daily basis and produces a steady stream of resolutions, presidential statements, and press releases. While it has declined somewhat recently, the Council's activity level has been high since the end of the Cold War. Every year since 1992, the Council has met formally or consulted informally more than 200 times. The P5 also consult periodically separate from the other Council members, usually in one of the P5 missions, although data on how often these meetings occur is not available. 23 (See Figure 3.) Yet how far beyond the UN diplomatic community does this increased contact extend? Frequent contact between the UN diplomats of P5 members may be of little relevance if it does not produce greater contact at higher levels. There is anecdotal evidence that the practice of Council consultations produces contact at different levels of P5 governments. Issues considered by the Council often draw in officials and experts outside of UN missions and create diplomatic contacts and linkages that might not otherwise exist. One longtime French ambassador recalled that "we often discuss from capital to capital issues on the council agenda, trying to reach agreement or at least narrow the gap." 24 Non-P5 ambassadors have noted that the P5 interact distinctly. According to a former German ambassador, the P5 "have to make constant deals, whether it's the election of the new Secretary-General or a Chapter VII Resolution.
[They] need each other all the time and I think it affects also the way [they] behave in bilateral relations." 25 Council matters also sometimes produce increased contact at the highest levels of government. In certain cases, P5 foreign ministers have met directly to discuss Council strategy and vote on resolutions. During the deliberations that preceded the Iraq War, for example, the Council met at the foreign-minister level multiple times in the space of a few months.
A more systematic test for whether the Council increases high-level diplomatic contacts between permanent members is to assess whether P5 foreign ministers interact with each other bilaterally more than they do with the foreign ministers of other major powers. Visits at the foreign-minister level require substantial investments of time and diplomatic resources and can plausibly be seen as a signal of the importance of the relationship between the countries in question. My examination of travel patterns by US secretaries of state over the past two decades suggests that there is in fact a "P5 preference." For the purposes of this analysis, I excluded personal travel and official travel primarily for multilateral conferences, as neither of these categories would necessarily speak to the bilateral relationship. I included a control group of major powers without permanent Council seats for comparison purposes. (See Table 1.) I also conducted a probability probe that compiled the travels of the British foreign minister from January 1990 through September 2013. Consistent with the findings for the United States, British foreign ministers also made approximately twice the number of bilateral visits to P5 countries than they did to the non-P5 major powers. 26 These patterns suggest that there is a significant diplomatic premium accorded to other permanent Council members. It is notable that both Britain and France received more US visits than the much larger and more economically powerful Germany. That China led Japan is also striking, given the closeness of the US-Japan strategic relationship. China received more visits even between 1990 and 2000, before the country's economic rise became as obvious and as urgent a priority for the United States. The P5 preference endured-and sometimes became more pronounced-when economic strength (as measured by share of world gross domestic product [GDP] ) and military spending (as measured by share of world military spending) were included in the analysis. France and Britain retained their edge over similarly situated Germany when GDP and military spending were taken into account. China's advantage over Japan also endured. (See Table 2 .)
Evidence that the P5 members interact more intensively with each other at high levels than with other major powers is notable. In other areas, scholars have suggested a relationship between high-level contacts and peaceful outcomes. In the context of regional organizations, for example, Yoram Haftel has found evidence that "regular meetings among top-level policymakers . . . appear to promote a peaceful resolution of political tensions." 27 Jennifer Mitzen argues that face-to-face conference diplomacy produces what she terms "forum effects" that in turn help avoid violence. 28 These lines of research suggest that Council encouragement of more frequent high-level meetings may itself be an important contribution to P5 comity.
The diplomatic history of the Council suggests that the institution's work has had other more specific benefits to P5 relations. At several important moments, the P5 have employed Council procedures and mechanisms to help manage their relations. Methods have included using the Council to facilitate quiet deliberations, to slow the pace of crises, as a vehicle for "constructive ambiguity," and to avoid the humiliation of a P5 member. None of these diplomatic methods is uniquely a product of the Council, and it is conceivable in each case discussed below that the key players could have achieved similar results through other means. That is far from certain, however, and the Council's processes appear at least to have facilitated major-power accommodation.
It is important to acknowledge several important limitations to this historical evidence of Council's internal conflict mitigation benefits. At a methodological level, isolating the Council's impact on the course of events-and on P5 relations in particular-is difficult and ultimately relies on counterfactual analysis. Moreover, the examples outlined below must be set against broader patterns of Council activity on issues important to relations among P5 members. Many of these issues never reach the Council because no P5 member sees value in employing the body. Even when the Council is engaged, it has in many cases (particularly during the Cold War) done little beyond providing an opportunity for P5 members to exchange well-rehearsed rhetoric. Recent Council diplomacy on Syria and Ukraine has provided a reminder of that tendency. I do not claim here that the P5 routinely use the Council to manage their own differences or that the body can only have that effect; I do seek to identify several ways in which it has served that function and to highlight this mostly ignored facet of the Council's performance.
The Value of Proximity: The Berlin Blockade
One of the Council's key attributes is that it places senior major-power diplomats in close proximity to each other. In some cases, that proximity has generated diplomatic breakthroughs on issues that threatened relations between the permanent members. Perhaps the clearest example of that dynamic occurred early in the Council's history. In 1948, as the crisis over the status of Berlin threatened conflict between the superpowers, diplomacy between them appeared to be nonexistent. After considerable debate, the Western powers chose to hold formal Council debates on the crisis. Over strenuous Soviet objections, they placed the Berlin blockade on the body's agenda. The formal sessions that followed produced vituperative speeches, but little diplomatic headway. A Western-backed resolution met a predictable Soviet veto. 29 Several months later, however, the mechanism of the Council did provide valuable diplomatic space. After a quiet opening from the Soviets, US and Soviet diplomats met on the margins of a Council meeting to explore a solution. Deputy US ambassador Philip Jessup and Soviet ambassador Yakov Malik emerged as key interlocutors on the crisis. US secretary of state Dean Acheson (no fan of the UN overall) saw the informal contact that the Council meetings allowed as particularly valuable. "We concluded that a highly secret, casual approach to the Russians could better be made by Jessup at the United Nations than through the embassy in Moscow or by the [State] Department to the Russian Embassy." 30 During the ensuing months, that diplomacy continued in New York and was critical to a resolution of the crisis.
The Soviet Union and the United States each had reasons to seek an exit from the Berlin crisis and they might well have found another mechanism for achieving it. However, there were formidable obstacles to arranging a highlevel meeting. One attempt by President Harry Truman to do so foundered when Secretary of State George Marshall and several other senior officials objected. 31 As Acheson acknowledged, the easy proximity of senior diplomats at the Council facilitated quiet bilateral deliberations. As UN SecretaryGeneral Trygve Lie wrote later, "The electric tension that the Berlin Blockade generated between two non-negotiating worlds was very great. Had there been no United Nations, it might have been so great that the electricity would have shot across the gap, setting both sides afire." 32 
The Value of Delay: The Cuban Missile Crisis
The Council's inability to respond quickly and unambiguously in the face of developing crises is often cited as an institutional defect. From a governance perspective, these attributes of Council diplomacy may be pernicious. But in the context of an evolving crisis in which the permanent members desire to limit their own involvement, delay and ambiguity can become virtues. Prolonged deliberations allow the body to give the appearance of action. This appearance can be helpful to the permanent members when one or more of them is being pressured by non-Council members, activist groups, or domestic actors to take more assertive steps. The Council has served the interests of great-power comity on several occasions by simply filling time and slowing the diplomatic pace of international crises.
The Cuban missile crisis is a notable example of this function. The Council debates on that crisis lasted for more than a week. They occurred while President John F. Kennedy's advisers were considering courses of action, and when several influential voices inside and outside government were urging immediate military strikes. At certain moments during these debates, the president appeared to use the fact of the ongoing Council debate to fend off calls for prompt military action. As he considered whether to order the forcible boarding of a Soviet ship on 25 October, for example, President Kennedy pointed explicitly to the Council process under way as a rationale for delaying the decision to do so. 33 The chances of substantive Council action were vanishingly small throughout the crisis. Yet the process of extended debate may have been important; key participants such as Secretary of State Dean Rusk later argued that the Council served a critical delaying function. "Although the Cuban Missile Crisis was directly resolved between Washington and Moscow, it was very important that the Security Council [took] it up," Rusk wrote. "Prolonged discussion lessened the chance that one side would lash out in a spasm and do something foolish. The UN earned its pay for a long time to come just by being there for the missile crisis." 34 Rusk was a strong backer of the UN throughout his career, and his views should be judged accordingly. Still, the broader record of the crisis suggests that the Council process served as one of several factors that helped prevent quick US military action.
The Value of Ambiguity: The 1967 and 1973 Middle East Wars
If delay can be a potent virtue from a concert perspective, so too can ambiguity. Council resolutions are intricately worded documents that are usually the product of lengthy deliberation. The resulting documents are often difficult to interpret, and this lack of clarity is in some cases intentional. From a governance perspective, this ambiguity can be devastating. Peacekeeping commanders, for example, need clear guidance on how to pursue their mandates and often have been frustrated by confused Council instructions. At the broader political level, however, the lack of clarity in Council resolutions can have positive effects. As Michael Byers argues, ambiguity in Council resolutions "is a legal safety valve that helps to buy time." 35 The Council's most famous resolutions on the Israel-Palestine crisis, Resolutions 242 of 1967 and 338 of 1973, offer an important illustration of how Council ambiguity can serve the interests of comity between the perma-nent members. Both resolutions emerged in response to fighting that threatened to draw in the superpowers and, in both cases, the superpowers were deeply involved in the drafting process. Resolution 242's key provision-that Israel exchange occupied land for Arab recognition-included one central ambiguity: the resolution was not clear about whether Israel should withdraw from all the Occupied Territories. The English and French versions of the resolution led to different interpretations. The uncertainty was intentional, and it allowed the United States to argue that it had defended the interests of Israel while giving the Soviet Union room to interpret it as requiring a full Israeli withdrawal from the Occupied Territories, which its Arab allies demanded. As Henry Kissinger wrote of the Council's phrasing, "What it lacked in precision, it made up for in flexibility. It was well suited for beginning a negotiation in which reconnecting the different interpretations of the parties would be one of the objectives." 36 US and Soviet diplomats drew on that fragile and ambiguous consensus during the 1973 war, which was in some respects even more dangerous for the superpowers. At one point during the crisis generated by that conflict, the United States changed the Defense Readiness Condition (DEFCON) level for the first time since the Cuban missile crisis. 37 As fighting continued, the United States and the Soviet Union drafted a joint Council resolution reiterating the formulation in Resolution 242 and insisting on a cease-fire. After several anxious days, the Council's demand had the desired effect. In both cases, the superpowers effectively used Council ambiguity as a tool for managing their bilateral relations. As subsequent events have demonstrated, the Council's formulation did little to resolve the underlying conflict, but it did help limit the chances that the superpowers themselves would be drawn into the fighting.
The Value of Face-saving: Russia's Decline and the Kosovo Conflict
In several situations, the Council has been used to smooth over diplomatic tension arising when a member of the P5 has suffered a diplomatic or geopolitical reverse. Elrod argues that the Concert of Europe had the avoidance of great-power humiliation as a central goal: "Excessive weakness as well as superabundant strength of an essential member posed a serious menace to the system." 38 A similar recognition has been evident in Council behavior at several points, and particularly in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union. In late 1991, the Council members faced the question of how to respond institutionally to the Soviet Union's dissolution and the emergence of the Russian Federation. The UN Charter accords a permanent seat to the USSR, not to the Russian Federation. That reality might have prompted a full debate on how to adjust the Council's membership to new realities. Instead, the other P5 members endorsed simply transferring the Soviet permanent seat to the Russian Federation. Several factors militated in favor of a substitution. The P5 had a joint interest in avoiding a broader debate on Council reform that likely would have brought scrutiny to their own privileges. Yet it is evident that another motive for the quick substitution was softening Moscow's geopolitical fall and boosting its new government. "Russia will remain a great power," said the Soviet foreign minister as it became clear that Russia would retain the USSR's permanent Council seat. "It may not be a superpower, but it will still be a great military power and part of the global strategic balance." 39 Almost a decade later, the Council mechanism helped to mitigate some of the consequences of Russia's geopolitical decline. In 1999 Russia endured a diplomatic defeat when the NATO alliance initiated military action to compel Serbia, a Russian ally, to cede control of the restive province of Kosovo. In so doing, the Western powers circumvented the Council and launched strikes without its authorization. The bombing campaign, which lasted for more than two months, produced a significant deterioration in relations between the West and Russia. In the wake of the NATO campaign, however, a divided Council managed to assemble a resolution authorizing a postconflict stabilization force. Russia, publicly bruised by its inability to protect its ally, was intent on returning the Council to the center of the diplomatic process. During the process of drafting a new resolution, it managed to extract several concessions from the Western powers. Russia's Council veto therefore had the effect of restoring a formal equality between the great powers that the NATO air campaign had demonstrated did not exist in military or diplomatic terms. "Formulated as a resolution of the UN Security Council," Russian president Boris Yeltsin wrote later, "the [Serbian] surrender ceased to be humiliating." 40 Even as Russia recovered from a diplomatic setback, the Council process provided space for its diplomats to secure minor diplomatic victories and to reassert, at least in a symbolic sense, its prerogatives as a major power.
Implications of a Concert Vision
In this article, I have presented evidence that the Council may deepen highlevel diplomatic contacts between its permanent members and that Council processes can help the P5 manage their own relations in several ways. I have shown that a concert approach produces a different perspective on the body and its utility. It encourages seeing the P5 itself as a distinct institution embedded within the broader framework of the Council. With this perspective, it emphasizes the Council's political rather than its legal role. It encourages an understanding of the body as a politically driven consensus body, the value of which extends beyond its ability (or inability) to consistently enforce international law or even respond promptly to many security crises. A concert view emphasizes that increased contact and comity among the permanent members is itself a key product-perhaps the most important product-of the Council's work.
It may be asked whether these concert benefits could not be obtained through a mechanism other than the Council, with all its formal responsibilities and legal power for maintaining peace and security. The diplomatic landscape is littered with consultative groups that allow for informal consensus building between different groups of states. The dilemma is that there appears to be a symbiotic relationship between the Council's governance and concert functions. The council meets regularly and consults intensively because of its responsibility to manage the dozens of active UN operations in the field, supervise the work of subsidiary bodies it has authorized, and monitor sanctions it has enacted. If those burdens were formally or informally shifted elsewhere, its concert benefits would likely be diminished.
Barring some kind of catastrophic international event, the Council will remain often at the center of international security efforts. Its conspicuous failures notwithstanding, states and international public opinion will continue to ask the Council to fulfill its mandate for preserving peace and security. Discussion will continue about how to make this core institution more effective. In this environment, the governance view will dominate, but the Council's concert benefits should not be forgotten.
The Council's working methods have come under intense scrutiny during the past several decades. A number of voices have argued that the Council needs to increase its transparency. 41 The body's informal consultationswhere most major decisions are made-have been a particular focus of criticism. These meetings, which became standard practice in the late 1970s, occur without any record of discussion and often without a formal agenda. In response to persistent criticism, the Council has agreed to provide regular updates on its informal meetings and to create certain avenues for civil society input. From a governance perspective, this emphasis on transparency is understandable. A legitimate governing body's methods and procedures must be clear to the public. Whether transparency is unambiguously beneficial from a concert perspective is less clear. Some of the Council's most effective moments have resulted from off-the-record informal consultations, particularly between permanent members. A relentless transparency drive that discourages, for example, regular consultations among the permanent members might sacrifice important Council benefits on the altar of good governance. As Voeten argues, "Successful reforms to make the Security Council more transparent may actually have adverse effects in that powerful states may flee the forum." 42 Finally, a concert approach offers a different perspective on the perennial question of Security Council reform and enlargement. Those who argue for significant Council expansion often cast these arguments in terms of legitimacy and respect for the Council's decisions. A more representative Coun-cil, it is asserted, will command greater respect and ultimately be more effective. Arguments in favor of Council reform therefore lean heavily on a governance conception of the Council's role and usually pay little heed to its concert utility. From a concert perspective, Council reform might be quite beneficial if it extends the benefits outlined above to other major powers. Yet membership reform might also pose a danger to the concert dynamic. Some proposals would significantly expand the number of nonpermanent seats and produce a total membership of up to thirty members. Reform of this type might alter the diplomatic balance considerably and discourage major powers from using the Council as often as they do now. If so, the push for a more representative and effective Council could inadvertently undermine one of the institution's hidden values.
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